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Learning to Live Safely in the Australian Environment 
John Lidstone 
 
In 1989 the International Ad Hoc Group of Experts, established by the Secretary General of the 
United Nations to advise on the way in which the International Decade for Natural Disaster 
Reduction should be implemented, called on "the people of the world as well as their 
governments to work towards greater security against natural disasters" and furthermore on "the 
governments of all countries to participate actively in the Decade by educating and training their 
citizens to increase awareness, by enhancing social preparedness, by integrating disaster-
consciousness into their development programmes, and by making available the power of 
science and technology to reduce disaster loss" (Press, 1989). 
The importance of an educated citizenry has received mention in a number of publications 
associated with the United Nations Disaster Relief Organisation (UNDRO), and received its 
strongest affirmation in the concluding paragraphs of the report by the Ad Hoc Group of Experts 
which states that: "Knowledgeable and involved people are critical to building a safe society" 
(Press, 1989). While many of these statements imply activity at the local or national level, it is 
becoming increasingly obvious that we need knowledgeable and involved people to promote the 
concept of safe societies at a global scale as well.  
This publication is aimed at those who are interested in the promotion of active and informed 
citizenship in the context of disaster management through the medium of geographical 
education. Such people include geography and social studies teachers who teach about hazards 
and disasters as part of their work programs and those members of the hazard management 
community who, as part of their public education role, come into contact with high school 
teachers and students.  
For geography teachers, the variety of case studies of teaching approaches to hazards and 
disasters set in the contexts of the curricula in other states and territories of Australia should 
provide inspiration to extend and interpret their own curriculum guidelines in order to give the 
study of disasters the emphasis that it deserves. 
Members of the hazard management community will find the descriptions of curriculum 
organisation in the various states and territories useful in ensuring that their public education 
materials complement the work being done in schools while at the same time achieving their 
own goals of information transmission. They will undoubtedly be impressed by the variety and 
rigour of the activities currently being pursued in schools which contribute to the creation of a 
citizenry prepared to play a full and active part in disaster mitigation.  
In this chapter, we shall suggest that while current teaching about hazards and disasters 
undoubtedly contributes greatly to students' knowledge and understanding of hazards at the local 
and regional levels, alternative perceptions of disasters in the context of environmental, 
economic and development education may currently be overlooked. 
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The emphasis on disciplined self-help, and the basic difference between education and training is 
reinforced later in the document: 
"... education is the natural complement to the provision of information. An education 
programme, designed at appropriate levels for children and adults, should impart basic 
knowledge about the nature of tropical cyclones and the risks involved and about warning 
devices and protective measures." 
While the knowledge and training mentioned above is undoubtedly very important and schools 
may be an appropriate medium through which to prepare citizens not only for cyclones but for 
all disasters, Volume 12 of the Disaster Prevention and Mitigation series, entitled Social and 
Sociological Aspects (UNDRO, 1986) emphasises that such basic training in preparedness and 
response to disaster is not enough. "Public education programmes are often limited to emergency 
assistance, first aid and relief issues. While these concerns are critically important, the lack of 
attention to prevention issues continues to be a major shortcoming". The publication also 
criticises the scale at which such programmes are offered: "public information campaigns are 
carried out on a regional or national, rather than on a community basis. This results in disaster 
information that is very general and of little practical value in assisting people to know what 
specific actions must be carried out."  
In order to counter such criticisms, the document states that an effective disaster awareness 
programme for the public will: 
• Be participatory in design; 
• Be community specific; 
• Be based on an assessment of the information needed; 
• Be integrated with existing disaster warning and response systems; 
• Include information on prevention, mitigation and long term recovery; 
• Be established as an on-going process; and 
• Include as a priority the most vulnerable people." 
These suggestions for programmes designed for those living in hazardous areas are summarised 
by a final comment: "The need for hazard awareness programmes is assessed by the 
determination of three basic questions: 
i)   Do people know that they live in a hazard prone area? 
ii)  Do people know the risks? 
iii) Do people know effective ways to reduce such risks?" 
As the examples of teaching approaches currently adopted within Australia and New Zealand 
contained in this publication illustrate, these three questions form the basis of much of the 
teaching about hazards and disasters taught in geography classrooms. Geography has a long 
tradition of relating human activity to natural processes and it is now fifteen years since Burton, 
Kates and White (1978) first pointed out that the interplay between natural and human systems 
produces both opportunities (resources) and constraints (hazards), with the constraints limiting 
the development of resources.  
However, as Palm (1990) 2 emphasises, this is but one way of interpreting the effects of hazards 
and disasters, although its underlying theory is undoubtedly more appropriate to our current 
understanding than the erstwhile "conflicts with nature" and "hostile environments" approach.  
In his keynote address to the seminar on Disaster Reduction for Sustainability on World Disaster 
Reduction Day 3 (the second Wednesday of October each year),1992, Professor Henry Nix 
commented on the Australian ecologically sustainable development program and the need for 
maintain the primacy of the human condition: "If we are completely honest, what we seek are 
sustainable societies". Acknowledging that there are any number of possible sustainable 
societies, ranging from very high-tech to very low-tech, he suggested that to be truly sustainable, 
all must meet three conditions. First, there has to be social equity; second, there has to be 
economic viability; and third there has to be ecological sustainability. Nix suggests that much 
discussion on sustainability in Australia focuses too narrowly on one or other of these three 
areas: the social, the economic or the ecological. 
In terms of our teaching about hazards and disasters in geography and social studies classrooms, 
the spectrum of attitudes towards disasters derived from Maskrey (1989) provides a third 
approach, one more closely allied to the notion of sustainability for human societies.   
The pamphlets and advertisements currently prepared and disseminated by the hazard 
management community both within Australia and overseas presents images of hazards 
and disasters that may promote public attitudes as represented on the left of the spectrum. 
From the point of view of the hazard management community, whose foremost 
responsibility is to minimise loss and damage in the event of the apparently inevitable 
hazards that afflict members of the Australian community, this concentration on 
immediate and physical prevention and preparedness aspects is entirely appropriate.  
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Figure 1: A spectrum of attitudes to disaster (after Maskrey, 1989) 
However, while schools can and should promote appropriate behaviour in the face of potential 
hazards, school education has a wider responsibility. In particular, geographical education has a 
responsibility to assist young people to develop their understandings of both the physical and 
human created systems that may, in certain combinations, lead to disasters. Thus, students 
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Sustainability: World Disaster Reduction Day 1992. Canberra: Centre for Resource and Environmental Studies, 
Australian National University.  
should be introduced to other perceptions of disasters as represented in the centre and right hand 
boxes.  
In the centre of the spectrum lies an approach that relies on concepts of vulnerability and 
maladaptation - on people's inability to incorporate hazards within their living patterns and to 
adopt rational responses. This view of disasters has formed the basis of many geographical 
studies of disasters which have been based on environmental perception and cultural studies. 
At the right hand side of the spectrum lies an approach to disaster analysis that regards 
vulnerability as the result of social and economic processes at local and global scales. While in 
no way diminishing the responsibility for local communities which have the capacity to do so to 
establish mechanisms for appropriate prevention, preparation, response and recovery, this 
approach places the ultimate responsibility for disasters firmly on the entire world community.  
The contribution of school geography to a disaster-aware citizenry  
Just as geographers have been to the forefront in our emerging understanding of why disasters 
occur, so geographical education in our schools provides the most appropriate medium for 
creating a citizenship able to come to terms with living in dynamic social and physical 
environments. Geography as a field is fundamentally concerned with the spatial distribution of 
phenomena on the surface of the earth. However, the spatial distribution of many of the factors 
that influence our lives are not imposed on us by nature but are created by our human population 
through its social structures. For this reason, the foremost aim of geographical education may be 
seen as developing citizens ready, willing and able to work towards ensuring the sustainability of 
our societies through their contribution to spatial organisation. 
Teaching about disasters and geography as a spatial science 
The likelihood and size of a disaster occurring as a result of a particular hazard depends on three 
factors: 
1. How many people live in a particular location? (exposure) 
2. What is the probability of a particular natural event occurring in that location?(probability) 
3. How vulnerable are the people living in that location to that natural event? (vulnerability) 
This may be illustrated by the potential of cyclones and earthquakes to cause disasters. While we 
can do little to affect the number and severity of cyclones crossing the coasts of north 
Queensland, Florida or Bangladesh, the likelihood of a future major cyclone disaster will be 
affected by changes in the number of people choosing to live in that area and whether those 
people choose to make themselves cyclone-proof in terms of the location of their houses, 
building styles and their own behaviour. The great issue, however, is why some people in those 
places may choose not to adopt cyclone-proof behaviour, whether they actually have the choice, 
and if they do not, why that is the case.  
Similarly, we can do nothing about the incidence of major earthquakes, about 200 of which 
occur on average each decade. However, as the world's population increases and areas 
previously almost uninhabited become increasingly densely settled, the propensity for 
earthquakes to cause damage increases. At the start of the twentieth century, about one in ten 
large earthquakes on land killed over a thousand people. In the 1990s, more than one in five such 
earthquakes kill over a thousand people.  
In terms of the particular contributions of geographical education to good global citizenship, 
Nix's social, economic and ecological requirements for sustainability may be translated into the 
current emphases in Australian curricula on the economic importance of promoting an Asia-
Pacific consciousness, environmental education and development education.  
Geography, Hazards and Environmental Education 
The study of human response to natural hazards has much to offer in encouraging a return to an 
environmental ethic whereby it is we who adapt to our environment rather than assuming that we 
must always adapt the natural environment to our whim. Such a view may also be encouraged by 
accepting that the hazards themselves can be conceived, not only in terms of constraints or costs, 
but also in terms of benefits. Examples include the benefit of human occupancy of risk areas 
such as the fertile soils on the flanks of Vesuvius or Etna, direct benefits from a disaster such as 
the silt deposited by floods and the rain brought to drought-stricken areas of Australia when a 
cyclone crosses the coast; and the difficult to assess benefits of greater social and community 
cohesion. In teaching about hazards from this perspective, students may be encouraged to 
explore the importance of appropriate planning in terms of particularly hazardous locations. 
Thus flooding may be diminished by controlling the use of flood plains or coastal foredunes, 
building codes may demand increased cyclone-proofing and the effects of major bush fires could 
be limited by appropriate regulation of rural-urban fringe developments.   
However, environmental knowledge including the functioning of ecosystems, the role of human 
beings and the impact of their activities, and knowledge of environmental issues including an 
understanding of their various cultural, ecological, political, economic and moral implications, 
however well developed, can only affect the lives of human beings if individuals chose to 
exercise them in the service of the community, whether local, national or global. Beutler (1988) 
has emphasised that it is attitudes and values which will ultimately guide a student's behaviour 
towards preserving the ecological integrity of the earth. Developing such an environmental ethic, 
he states, changes our role as conquerors of the land to members and citizens of the land. Such 
an ethos underlies the report on "Environmental Education in the context of disaster" (Indian 
Institute of Youth and Development, 1987) which emphasises the need to develop an 
environmental ethic in the young if natural hazards are not to lead to further disasters in the 
future. 
Geography, Hazards and Economic sustainability 
It is a truism to point out that the countries of the Pacific Rim are exposed to high levels of 
natural risk.  The Pacific Ocean is surrounded by the Pacific Ring of Fire - a band of high 
mountains associated with high levels of seismic activity that results in many of the earth's active 
volcanoes and much of its earthquake activity. The warm waters of the Pacific are also 
associated with the hazards of extreme wind events such as cyclones and other associated 
weather phenomena. These fundamental hazards are often responsible for a range of secondary 
hazards including floods, tsunamis, landslides, lahars and other mass movements. 
 
Furthermore, it has become a truism that a hazard leads to a disaster when a vulnerable human 
population is exposed to the hazard. 
 
Unfortunately, many of the countries of the Asia/Pacific region are both exposed to high levels 
of natural risk and contain vulnerable communities. The region contains some of the world's 
most heavily populated areas, most of which are continuing to grow. Furthermore, this 
population is becoming more concentrated through the joint processes of industrialisation and 
urbanisation. Human exposure to the various hazards is therefore increasing. 
 
Vulnerability is also increasing as poverty becomes more widespread and lifestyles change under 
the effects of the social turmoil caused by economic restructuring. The result is that each year 
many more people lack the resources necessary to provide effective protection against hazards.  
 
Lest it may be thought that all these factors apply only to those neighbouring countries less 
fortunate than ourselves, three factors need to be considered. Firstly, it should be emphasised 
that all the hazards mentioned earlier apply to the Australian continent with the exception of 
volcanic eruption. Secondly, our population is becoming more concentrated on coastal sites with 
increased use made of reclaimed land (increasing the exposure of the Australian population to 
cyclone, flooding and earthquake hazard); and thirdly, the Newcastle earthquake (December 
28th 1989) was only of moderate size seismologically (ML 5.6) and cannot be regarded as an 
isolated incident unlikely to re-occur.  
 
The increased exposure and increased vulnerability of people living on the Pacific Rim, and 
especially in Australia's area of interest, means that the probability of disasters in the region is 
increasing annually. 
 
The potential for more disasters as described above is, however, of greater significance to 
Australians than a concern for our own necks and sympathy for others who may be affected. 
Distant disasters may affect us as surely, if with less immediate drama, as those closer to home.  
 
Emergencies and disasters may be distinguished by the ability of an afflicted community to cope. 
By definition, communities that are struck by disaster are unable to cope with the variety and 
magnitude of their problems. They frequently cease to be able to operate as communities, many 
of their social and economic structures may fail, their economic productivity may be disrupted 
and their ability to engage in trade may cease for some considerable period of time. Whilst this 
has an immediate effect on the communities directly affected, there may be carry-over effects for 
others with whom they have an economic relationship.  
 
It has often been claimed that disasters afflict the very poorest countries more severely than 
others. A simple list of disasters for the period 1960-1981 resulting in the greatest numbers of 
people killed indicates that all occurred in countries characterised by a low-income economy: 
Bangladesh, 633,000 deaths, China, 247,000 deaths, Nicaragua, 106,000 deaths, Ethiopia, 
103,000 deaths. However, Mitchell (1989) has pointed out that disaster deaths as a result of the 
many smaller disasters that afflict the world are generally higher in middle income countries that 
are experiencing rapid economic development, war or other societal upheavals. Only three of the 
countries that possess high overall disaster death rates as measured by Red Cross data are 
included in the World Bank's list of low-income economies. The other four are middle- and 
upper-middle-income countries. On purely economic grounds, therefore, it seems to be in the 
interests of all members of the world economic community, both those likely to be afflicted by 
disaster and those whose economies are allied to countries likely to be afflicted by disaster, to 
encourage disaster mitigation. For Australians, living with the threat of a range of disasters and 
anxious to trade with other countries in south east Asia who are even more vulnerable, an 
appreciation of the causes and consequences of disasters and an ability to empathise with, and 
offer assistance to, those who may be afflicted by disaster is especially important. How such 
mitigation is to be encouraged then becomes a matter of great conjecture, and alternative 
conceptions of development may need to be considered. 
Geography, Hazards and Development 
Many commentators have now drawn our attention to the fact that while the well prepared-for 
Loma Prieta earthquake that hit San Francisco on 17th October 1989 cost the lives of 62 people, 
injured 3 757 and caused six billion dollars of damage, the earthquake of similar magnitude in 
Armenia the previous year resulted in 25 000 deaths. The differences have been attributed in no 
small part to the existence of seismic building codes in California which ensured that public 
schools, hospitals, fire and police stations - all those structures designated as "essential services" 
- were able to withstand the earthquake and were available as operational bases for the 27 000-
strong National Guard which was on alert within twenty minutes and available to assist those 
immediately affected. A similar comparison could be drawn with the 12th October, 1992, 
earthquake that hit Cairo which killed 561 people and brought down a number of apartment 
blocks that apparently did not comply even with the less stringent building regulations of that 
city. 
 
However, in encouraging our students to explore such disasters, we must beware of encouraging 
simplistic solutions. While accepting that disasters frequently strike vulnerable people, there are 
dangers in perceiving that vulnerability solely in terms of an unfortunate choice of location vis-à-
vis a potentially hazardous event such as a cyclone, earthquake or flood, or in terms of some 
inadequacy that should be overcome on the part of an afflicted community such as poor building 
standards, lack of accurate forecasting or failure to evacuate the area in good time. In terms of 
the spectrum of attitudes towards disaster (Figure 1), it may be that such teaching in geography 
would merely have moved from the left hand box to hover somewhere about the middle of the 
continuum.  
 
A decade ago, Hewitt (1983) suggested that we use specific language to sever disasters from 
other people-environment and people-people relationships. Thus: "Disasters are unmanaged 
phenomena. They are unexpected, the unprecedented. They derive from natural processes or 
events that are highly uncertain. Unawareness and unreadiness are said to typify the condition of 
their human victims. ...In the official-sounding euphemism for disasters in North America, they 
are 'unscheduled events'". For Hewitt, there are three fundamental principles on which our 
perceptions of hazards and disasters should be based: 
 
1. Natural hazards are not dependent upon the geo-physical process that may initiate damage. 
Furthermore, most natural disasters are characteristic rather than accidental features of the places 
and societies where they occur; 
2. Human awareness of and responses to natural hazards are not dependent upon geophysical 
conditions or human-environmental relationships but rather upon concerns, pressures, goals, 
risks and social changes related to the on-going organisation and values of the society and its 
institutions; and  
3. The causes, internal features and consequences of natural disasters are not explained in terms 
of disaster events themselves but rather in terms of the on-going social order and its everyday 
relations with the natural environment.  
Hewitt points to the characteristic impacts of modernisation in terms of weakening and 
destroying traditional arrangements whereby extended family, village communities and 
reciprocal duties of leader and led could absorb and counter such problems so that for many 
people today, the everyday conditions of work, life support, social and mental security and the 
artificial environment require all their risk-avoiding and risk-taking energies. Many of those in 
less developed nations and in the more vulnerable sections of developed nations such as 
Australia may not have the time or the means to prepare for or recover from natural disaster. 
Such an approach to teaching and learning about disasters in the school curriculum would enable 
students to explore the attitudes reflected on the right hand side of the spectrum shown in Figure 
1.  
When such perspectives are applied to the context of geography curricula in which students 
actively explore the spatial aspects of social and environmental interrelationships and the 
contribution of geographical education to citizenship, it is clear that geography has much to offer 
in developing citizens who understand their geophysical, phenomenal environment and can work 
within it to create an appropriate individual and societal behavioural environment. However, to 
fulfil this potential, geographical education in schools must encourage three aspects of 
citizenship.  The first two relate to critical thinking and fall firmly within the cognitive domain. 
The third aspect relates to the affective objective of leading students to adopt a caring attitude.  
In explaining the former, Stoltman in Geography Education for Citizenship (1990) states that 
critical thinking is characterised firstly by the requirement that a person be sceptical in viewing 
issues and explanations, with adequate content knowledge as a necessary precursor to such 
scepticism, and secondly by the willingness to question ideas, identify issues and pursue 
evidence to evaluate the claims and conclusions of others. Thus, the major outcome of learning 
to think critically should be the ability to make decisions as an active and informed citizen. 
The Rationale for the International Decade for Natural Disaster Reduction ( Press, 1989) reminds 
us that a high level of environmental alteration often increases vulnerability to disasters and that 
this may only be mitigated by the socio-political will to direct development in a way that 
enhances collective security (para. 39). Furthermore, we are reminded (para. 51) that the 
successful implementation  of the decade will require the involvement of all levels of the 
community, from world-wide down to the local level.  
The International Ad Hoc Group of Experts specified that "Knowledgeable and involved people 
are critical to building a safe society" (Press, 1989). In the context of the aims of geography 
teaching, hazards and disasters, we may read "socially, economically and ecologically 
sustainable" for "safe" and qualify "society" with the word "global".  While the public education 
campaigns of the past have had some success in persuading people to check their radio batteries 
and remove their hanging baskets when faced with a cyclone, they are unlikely to bring about the 
kinds of people needed to create such a safe society. This more fundamental aim will only be 
achieved if our curricula, and especially geography, succeeds in promoting appropriate social 
and environmental ethics in our young people. This is the real challenge for teaching about 
hazards and disasters in geography. 
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